THE SHEEP THAT WAS LOST
'I have knocked about the country a great deal since I
was a nipper', he said. 1 know the Far East and White
Russia, Central Asia and Arctic Siberia. I love the North
most of all. It is primitive, clean, virgin and grand. It
waits to be awakened by us.5
'How is it that you travelled so much as a child? Did you
not go to school?5
'Yes—for two years, from seven until nine. Then I stopped
until I was fourteen.'
'And your parents?5
cMy mother died in 1919. My father lost me on a road
that same year and did not find me again until ten years
later.'
Then I understood. He had been a bespmomi, one of
that army of two million children who had lost their homes
and their parents during the civil war and the famines and
formed bands of little vagabonds, a pest to the country and
a danger to themselves. The besprisorni were one of the
most urgent problems of Russia before 1928. Stealing, and
even murdering, they ranged the country in herds, sleeping
in empty petrol drums, smoking opium, sniffing drugs; a
prey to venereal diseases, a vast reserve army for crime
and vice. It is one of the assets on the active side of Soviet
Russia's historical balance to have reclaimed most of these
little waifs.
When I asked Klimov straight out, he admitted that he
had been one of them. He was born in Ufa, Bashkiria, in
the southern Urals, he said. His parents had worked in a
munitions plant. In 1919, when the first famine spread
over the country like the black plague, the family left their
home and went afoot for search of food. His mother died,
starved to death. He and his father went on. In Samara
old Klimov lost sight of his boy in a crowd, and little Anatoli
made for the Volga, to wander down to Saratov and Astra-
khan and on further east to Tashkent, where rumour had it
there was a paradise of wheat and bread.
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